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SUMMARY 

This article presents the results of research into the impact on individuai skiii 
ieveis of the variabies traditionaiiy represented by human capitai. The discus- 
sion is centred around the way in which education and vocationai experience 
contribute to the process of producing usefui skiiis inlliejob market or, converse- 
iy, of making them obsoiete. 

The data comes from a survey of five banks in which we asked supervisors to as- 
sess the skiiis of 600 empioyees (counter staff and customer managers), it is a 
hetero-assessment based on a iist of skiiis and behaviours. 

The centrai theme of this articie is to draw attention to the process of the invai- 
idation of acquired knowiedge which individuais can be faced with and the roie 
which banks accord to the two sources of human capitai. The compiementarity 
or substitution of sources of skiiis acquisition is thus proposed on a case-by-case 
basis. 


Key words 

Education, 
learning, 
labour market, 

human resource management, 
economics of education, 
quality of education 


Introduction 

In economics, the theme of skills is quite widely addressed by the 
theory of human capital, especially where it seeks to explain stylised facts 
of the labour market such as better salaries for the better educated. The 
notion of the 'productive value' of education, inspired by Becker (1975) 
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(1) and developed by the human capital model, indicates that education 
contributes to the acquisition of productive capacity. For his part, Mincer 
(1993) (2) puts the emphasis on post-school investment, supposing that in- 
dividuals acquire productive capacity after their formal education, with 
vocational experience an important source of acquiring skills. 

It still needs to be understood how education and vocational experi- 
ence contribute to the process of producing useful skills or, conversely, 
to making them obsolete. We wish to discuss which are the skills produced 
by the school and/or by businesses through experience and highlight the 
process whereby the acquired knowledge of the oldest individuals is 'in- 
validated' as a result of economic and technological development. 

Using empirical research data into the production and valorisation of 
skills in the banking sector, we study the impact of human capital variables 
on individual skill levels. The data comes from a survey of five banks in 
which we asked supervisors to assess the skills of 600 employees (^) 
(counter staff and customer managers). It is a assessment based on a 
list of 30 skills and behaviours. 

Our approach is structured into three parts. Firstly we have to take in- 
to accountthe propositions of human capital theory in order to understand 
the role of vocational experience in the employment market. Secondly, we 
look synthetically atthe transformation of jobs and skills in the banking sec- 
tor. Thirdly, we present some of the results which enable us to discuss this 
process of the construction/destruction of individual skills and subsequent- 
ly, the search by banks for young, graduate staff. Can we talk in terms of 
the destruction or rather aboutthe non-use of acquired skills? The reply to 
this question depends on the analytical reference framework chosen, an 
economy of conventions or an economy of education. 


l.The theory of human capital and 
the production of skills 

In this section, we present the theoretical contributions, together with 
the limititations of the neo-classical approach to human capital, in order to 
discuss the productive value of vocational experience. 

1.1 Vocational experience and the human capital model 

When it first appeared, the notion of human capital related to various 
individual investments (Schultz, 1961). The pioneering research of Beck- 
er and Mincer sought to examine individual investment in education and 


(‘) Second edition 

(2) This is a reprint of the 1974 edition 

(^) The survey was conducted during 2001 on a sampie of 1100 employees in 120 branches, 
situated in various iocations - Lisbon, Porto, Viseu, Evora and Faro, and coming underthe 
three biggest financial groups in Portugai. The finai sampie obtained was 600 employees. 
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vocational experience to explain the differences in salaries observed in the 
employment market. 

Without doubt, the notion of human capital does not merely represent 
a break with the previously held neo-classical view of the homogeneity of 
work, but also represents a new way of looking at the factor of labour. In 
1998, the OECD recognised the potential of the concept of human capital, 
which 'forcefully' highlights the importance of the human factor in an econ- 
omy based on knowledge and skills (OECD, 1998). 

Indeed, human capital theorists stressed the influence of initial training 
and vocational experience on the growth in individual productivity which 
results from the productive capacity acquired from these two sources of 
skills. 

In a word, Becker and Mincer theorised the idea that workers are het- 
erogeneous by virtue of differences in their useful productive capacity on 
the labour market. 

In Human Capital, human capital refers in particular to education. Ed- 
ucation is an investment, be it for the individual or for society, because it 
enables skills to be acquired which make individuals more productive. For 
Mincer, Becker's schooling model constitutes a primitive configuration of 
the salary function in human capital theory. He introduces the idea of post- 
school investment, notably investment in vocational training 

It is through this approach in terms of investment that Mincer admits 
that individuals acquire productive capacity after formal education, voca- 
tional experience being an important source of skills acquisition. Neverthe- 
less, in his opinion, these investments are not directly observable. What 
can be observed and quantified are the salary profiles. These illustrate the 
variation in salaries by age and their configuration suggests that invest- 
ment is greater at the start of a salary career and less intense later on. 

1.2 Criticisms of Mincer's operationai concept 

For Mincer, the operational concept of vocational experience is a po- 
tential experience and this contribution makes him somewhat open to crit- 
icism, especially as Mincerian vocational experience is a homogenous ex- 
perience measured by years of vocational life. During the nineties, econo- 
mists and sociologists went back to studying vocational experience and 
sought to capture the heterogeneity of the paths and of the productive 
capacity acquired. They also sought to highlight the obsolescence of the 
skills acquired from vocational experience. 

On the basis of the hypothesis that 'enterprises seek to minimise the 
cost of adapting', Cartand Toutain propose studying the role ofvocation- 
al experience in the individual's ability to adapt (Cartand Toutin, 1998, p. 
137). For the authors, vocational experience enables individuals to acquire 
skills, the latter being determined by the variability and elasticity of the jobs. 
Thus, the variation in vocational activity presents an essential role in the 
process of constructing skills (Cartand Toutin, 1998). 

Alongside this line of research, Ballotand Piatecki (1996) askaboutthe 
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lasting validity of acquired vocational experience. In their discussion on the 
hedging which enterprises do between promotion and external recruitment 
to fill the more senior hierarchical positions, Ballot and P iatecki reject the 
idea that vocational experience is an indicator of the quality of labour. The 
authors put forward two arguments: firstly, that changes in vocational ac- 
tivity help to devalue experience: secondly, that in a context of techno- 
logical development, training and experience become progressively obso- 
lete. In this context, recently trained generations acquire new advantages 
(Ballot and P iatecki, 1996). 

Itis importantto stress thatthe contributions of Cartand Toutin (1998) 
and Ballot and P iatecki (1996) related, above all, to heterogeneity and the 
complexity of vocational experience as a source of acquiring skills. How- 
ever, they did not describe the skills which experience produces or makes 
obsolete. We are, therefore, a long way from the problem of the current 
role of vocational experience in the production or obsolescence of skills. 
What exactly are the skills whose production is determined by vocational 
experience? This description of the sources of producing skills is the 
subjectofan empirical analysis which we will develop later. Letus consid- 
er for the moment the job trends in the banking sector in order to under- 
stand the transformation of skills requirements on the part of the banks in 
the sample. 


2. The Portuguese banking sector and the 
transformation of its jobs 

The major changes which banks have undergone comprise a multitude 
of transformations and constitute an interesting case study for understand- 
ing changes in skills requirements. This is why this article is dedicated to 
examining the principal changes which have taken place in the Portuguese 
banking sector and how they impact on the composition of labour. 

Technological development and market trends have transformed jobs 
and skills in the banking sector. Without wishing to go into a detailed analy- 
sis of these changes, itshould be remembered thatthey have been far 
reaching (Almeida, 2001) in terms of the increase in the number of jobs 
and their vocational configuration, as well as in the increase in the number 
of branches (Costa Pereira (coord.), 1998). 

1985 and 1992 are the most important dates in the development of the 
Portuguese banking sector. The first signals the start of the process of re- 
privatisation of the sector, with the creation of a private bank. This process 
was consolidated by 1992, with the expansion of private banks to the detri- 
ment of state-owned banks. This development was linked to the renewal of 
the economic, technological, organisational and management strategies of 
the Portuguese banks. In more recent years, the strategy of bank mergers 
has become stronger, resulting in a concentration on major financial groups. 
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As regards the composition of iabour, it shouid be stressed that the 
banks have started a process of reciassifying staff, based on their ievei 
of education. F urthermore, for some time, the banking sector has proven 
to be a sector with high educationai quaiifications. Thus the Coiiective 
Labour Agreement of 1982 specified a minimum of 9 years' education at 
the time of recruitment and the 1990 Agreement specified secondary iev- 
ei schooiing - 11 years' education - as a criterion, even though compui- 
sory schooiing in Portugai is currentiy 9 years. 

Some macroeconomic data (^) can be usefui in heiping to describe 
this movement of quaiitative change in iabour. Between 1985 and 1992, the 
proportion of graduate staff responsibie forcommerciai activities increased 
considerabiy: the proportion of graduates rose from 4.5 % in 1985 to 8.2 % 
in 1992 and to 16.5 % in 1998. 

in focusing on the recruitment poiicy (=) of banks in Portugai, we find 
that they favoured appiicants with a university quaiification, and secondiy 
those with a secondary education quaiification. The annuai average growth 
rate (AAGR) of university graduates recruited between 1985 and 1992 is 
42 %: it is 36 % in the case of those with a certificate of secondary edu- 
cation. By contrast, during this same period, the AAG R of empioyees who 
had compieted the period of compuisory education (9 years) is the iow- 
est - 19 %. The importance of university education persists between 
1992 and 1998, with an AAG R of its graduate staff of 14 %. Recruitment 
at other ieveis goes down, with an AAG R of -3 % in the case of those 
with secondary schooi education and -17 % in the case of those who have 
compieted the period of compuisory education. 

This desire to reciassify is aiso proven by the recruitment practices of 
certain banks in our sampie, which are now moving away from the ruies 
set out by the Agreement revised in 1990 and demanding a university quai- 
ification for access to banking jobs, rather than a secondary education cer- 
tificate. Banks aiso seem to favour training in management and econom- 
ics as these enabie staff to acquire the specific skiiis more easiiy. in a word, 
banks are pursuing a strategy of acquiring generai and vocationai skiiis 
which are partiaiiy or whoiiy produced by education. 

The strategy of change is finaiiy being depioyed on banking activities 
which were traditionaiiy structured according to a bureaucratic system and 
a rigid division between administrative and commerciai activities, in a con- 
text of internationaiisation, deveiopmentof financiai markets and the com- 
puterisation of most vocationai activities, some jobs have disappeared, oth- 
ers have been transformed and, finaiiy, new jobs have appeared. 


(“I The proportions are calculated on the basis of data from an administrative survey condu- 
cted by the Ministry for Employment, which covers ail enterprises. It is an exhaustive sour- 
ce of information, entitled 'Quadras de Pessoal, which contains information a bout enterpri- 
ses and workers, presented in a symmetrical fashion. 

(^) The indicators used for examining the recruitment policy were calculated on the basis of 
staff with less than one year's service. 
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The most far-reaching transformation reiates to the weakening of the 
rigid dichotomy between administrative and commerciai jobs, i.e. between 
the 'back-office' and 'front-office'. In fact, the priority given to commercial 
activities, multitasking and team work has resulted in this dichotomy be- 
coming obsolete, requiring bank employees to have skills which encom- 
pass both these types of activity. 

Over and above these organisational changes, we must take into ac- 
countthe reconfiguration of the skills of bank staff who are responsible for 
commercial activities. The main development is asking staff to change from 
a passive attitude of waiting for the customer to express his needs, to a 
proactive one of spontaneously approaching customers (Conseil, 1998). 

In the same vein, the specialisation of 'commercial' matters is reinforced. 
It is becoming more frequent for there to be separation between those 
responsible for specific customers, such as major companies, small and 
medium-sized companies, public organisations, private individuals. In some 
banks, staff responsible for commercial activities specialise in a particu- 
lar business sector, such as property. 

In order to meet the challenges presented by these changes, banks 
seek human resources which have the most appropriate skills. The edu- 
cation system is therefore becoming a crucial source of acquiring the skills 
which facilitate the ability to learn and to adapt to permanent change. 

In their comparative work on European banks, Annadale-Massa and 
Bertrand (1990) stress the role of the education system in preparing hu- 
man resources to cope with change. 


3. Empirical analysis and discussion of the 
productive value of vocational experience 

In this final part, we concentrate our study on the impact of education 
and vocational training on the individual skill level. Firstly, we need to pres- 
ent our methodological options and the instrument we have used for gath- 
ering information. We will then discuss the empirical results and the dis- 
crepancies compared to the contributions of human capital theory. 

3.1 The data 

In this section, we will presentthe methodological research options and 
the main results ofthe debate on the valorisation of vocational experience 
orthe valorisation of acquired knowledge. In orderto relate to this debate, 
we will test the human capital hypotheses, according to which education 
and vocational experience contribute to skills production. The 'productive 
value' of education and vocational experience thus relates to the econom- 
ic - salary value of the skills acquired. We should also point out that our 
context is sources of skills production and the valorisation of those sources. 

Our analysis is centred on the hetero-assessment of skills. Unlike the 
methodological options of Green (1998) and Paul (2005), who use the self- 
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assessment of skills by the employees themselves, our work consisted of 
asking supervisors to use a skills grid to assess the skills of staff (figure 1). 

The methodological option of assessment should be seen in the context 
of most banks, which have introduced systems for assessing their staff. Nor- 
mally, supervisors are responsible for assessing the performance and/or 
skills of their subordinates and this assessment serves as a basis for deci- 
sions on matters of salary, profit sharing, promotions, training courses, etc. 

Compared to self-assessment, assessment has the advantage that it 
enables subjectivity to be reduced since the assessor will be in a position 
to use comparisons between individuals or comparisons with the level of 
skills expected in any given job. 

We should stress that we are seeking to 'reduce' subjectivity and we 
are aware of the limitations of this. We must bear in mind two limitations 
here: the stakes of the assessment which the supervisors face (Baraldi 
etal, 2002); and the availability of the assessors, who mustobtain gener- 
al information and spend a large amount of time assessing skills. 


Box 1 

The survey and the skills grid 

Our empirical analysis is based on a survey which sought to assess the skills of 
staff in the banking sector responsible for commercial activities. 

We confined the analysis to a sample of counter employees, customer managers 
and administrative clerks. It does not relate to branch supervisors who are re- 
sponsible for bank branches and have managerial responsibilities. 

We constructed a skills grid using research into employees in the banking sector. 
In other words, we did not analyse the jobs but instead made use of national 
and European research into the banking sector, and also used grids specific to 
each of the banks. 

This grid was then validated by interlocutors from the sample banks, and in par- 
ticular by the human resource managers and branch managers. 

The questionnaire relates to each member of staff at a bank branch and refers to 
the assessment by the supervisor based on the skills grid. For 51 .7 % of the 
employees assessed, the questionnaires were completed by the supervisors, in 
our presence; for 23.3 % the supervisors completed the questionnaires without 
our being present and after presentation of the survey; and 25 % were complet- 
ed without any presentation, and in our absence. 

The survey was conducted in the course of 2001 on a sample of 1 1 00 staff at 1 20 
points of sale, situated in various locations - Lisbon, Porto, Viseu, Evora and Faro 
- and coming under the three biggest financial groups in Portugal. In the end, the 
sample obtained included 600 staff. 

We also examined the sector and the sample banks using the qualitative and quan- 
titative information available. Thus we analysed the banks’ internal documents, 
such as their assessment tools and job and skills studies. We interviewed the hu- 
man resource managers and several branch managers in order to obtain informa- 
tion about policies on recruitment, training, pay, reductions in staff numbers, pro- 
motion, etc. 
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As it is a subjective measure of the individuai skiii ievei which couid ai- 
so be confused with individuai performance (Eustache, 1996), we can 
assume that the assessment can be biased by certain characteristics of 
the assessors, without being abie to specify this bias. However, this sub- 
jectivity is not reaiiy invaiidating in as much as it forms the basis of the 
assessment of the performances of staff and their use by the hierarchy. 

Once this assessment had been carried out, we were abie to anaiyse 
the various skiiis ieveis of the staff from the sampie banks, through their 
genesis and their vaiorisation (s). 

3.2 Education and skills 

Our proposai is to test whether the education system and the produc- 
tion system are aiternative or compiementary sources in the process of 
producing skiiis. In order to do this, we use a regression model which, for 
each pre-defined skill, enables us to identify the principal sources, linked 
to the job offer. The model, inspired by Heijke and Ramaekers (1998), fol- 
lows the following structure: 

n 

where the skill level (a) of the individual (i) is a linear function of individ- 
ual characteristics, such as education, vocational experience, years' serv- 
ice with the bank and sex. Education and vocational experience are analysed 
according to the propositions of the human capital theorists: the number of 
years' education and the number of years' experience. Vocational experi- 
ence is equal to age less the years' education less age upon starting ed- 
ucation. 

In the table below, we only show the skills for which education has a 
positive effect and/or vocational experience a negative influence(^). 

The results presented in table 1 indicate the positive or negative impact 
of human capital variables on the individual skill levels of bank staff. Thus, 
the positive signal associated with education leads to the conclusion that 
it enables skills to be acquired which are recognised by supervisors. The 
assessment made by the supervisors shows that, during their vocational 
activities, staff call upon skills which they have acquired, partially or entire- 
ly, within the education system. 

Education makes a highly diversified contribution to the production of 
skills. It has a positive and strong influence over theoretical knowledge, as 
might be expected, but cannot be enough in a knowledge-based society 


(®) As regards the analysis of the econometric model of acquisition and valorisation with the 
variables of the supply and demand of skills, see Suleman, 2004, on the IREDU site, 
www.u-bourgogne.fr/IREDU, where we also looked atthe certain banks which present 
higher skills levels. The open question is as follows: do banks facilitate or prevent the im- 
pact of the variables of demand, notably the job occupied and the bank. 

C) For regression results see appendix 1. 
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Table 1: The impact of human capital variables on the individual 
skill level 


Type of skills 

Skills used in the survey 

Education 

Experience 

Theoretical knowledge 

General technical knowledge 

+ 


Specific technical knowledge 

+ 


Knowledge of foreign languages 

+ 

- 

Strategic/specific skills 

Negotiating skills 


- 

Skills of persuasion 


- 

Perseverance and goal-orientation 


- 

Customer-orientation 


- 

Understanding the bank’s strategy 

+ 

- 

Organisational skills 

Ability to work independently 

+ 


Ability to take responsibility 

+ 


Receptiveness to learning 


- 

Effort in learning 


- 

Adaptability 


- 

Ability to innovate 


- 

Technical ability 

Planning and organising work 


- 

Using computer systems 


- 

Cognitive skills 

Analytical skills 

+ 

- 

Selecting and processing information 

+ 

- 

Problem-solving skills 


- 

Ability to learn 

+ 

- 

Transferring, transposing knowledge 
and experience 

+ 


Understanding the specifics of banking 


- 


Source: Survey 'Valorising skills in the employment market', 2001, in Suleman, 2004 


w/here education has to be geared tow/ards innovation and notjusttowards 
the use and reproduction of old knowledge. 

The most surprising results are connected with other skills, directly op- 
erational in the job, which are influenced by education (table 1). 

Education exerts a positive influence over cognitive skills levels, no- 
tably the ability to analyse, select and process information, where the es- 
timated coefficients are positive and significant. 
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Table 2: Average level of behaviour and abilities In terms of developing 
new skills, by age 


Age range 

Receptivity to learning 

Effort in learning 

Ability to learn 

Age > 30 

3.51 

3.37 

3.54 

Age < 30 

4.02 

3.90 

4.06 


Source: Survey ‘Valorising skilis in the employment market’, 2001 


Table 3: Average level of behaviour and abilities In terms of developing 
new skills, by educational level 


Age range 

Receptivity to learning 

Effort in learning 

Ability to learn 

Compulsory 

schooling 

3.21 

3.16 

3.26 

Secondary 
education 
not completed 

3.36 

3.21 

3.40 

Secondary 

education 

3.76 

3.55 

3.73 

Tertiary 

education 

4.01 

3.94 

4.06 


Source: Survey ‘Valorising skiiis in the employment market’, 2001 


Thus we can envisage education as a system which helps to generate 
Infrastructural skills, whatStanklewIcz (2002) called 'metaknowledge'. These 
subsequently help In the learning of more vocational and operational 
knowledge/abllltles. We are thus approaching the relationships of comple- 
mentarity as suggested by Thurow (1976). 

The Idea of the 'paradox ofthe accumulation ofhuman capital' suggest- 
ed by De Palma and Tchibozo (2004) Is corroborated by our results. The 
paradox Illustrates that Individuals with higher education levels are the ones 
who participate most In training measures. In orderto testthls hypothesis, 
we continued our analysis by making a distinction between the youngest 
staff (age < 30) and older staff (age > 30). (®) 

The young employees are the most educated; almost 50 % have a uni- 
versity degree. The tables below show differences In the behaviour and 
abilities of two groups of staff In terms of developing new skills. 

It should therefore be stressed that the better level of education among 
young people enables them to develop what we can call the learning trip- 
tych: ability to learn, receptivity to learning and effort In learning. More pre- 


(®) One might ask, why the 30 age iimit? In fact, after numerous tests we have found that age 
30 is the boundary after which vocational experience becomes negative in the skills acqu- 
isition model. 
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cisely, more educated people learn more easily but are also more dis- 
posed to learning and exhibit proactive behaviour when It comes to seek- 
ing training. 

The positive signs of education for the ability to work Independently and 
take responsibility show that education contributes to a reduction In super- 
visory problems and to the development of leadership skills In Individu- 
als. 

Finally, education favours the acquisition of strategic skills which are 
specific to banks. It should be added that some of the latter thus acquire 
strategic/specific skills on the employment market, by profiting from the In- 
vestment made by the Individuals In education. A clear example Is the abil- 
ity to understand banking strategy. Education thus appears to provide tools 
which facilitate an understanding the new challenges facing banks. 

Through this analysis, we can propose explanations for the renewal of 
labour In the banking sector: the acquisition of key skills which the banks 
have not yet produced. 

We shall examine below the role of vocational experience In the Indi- 
vidual skills levels. 

3.3 Vocational experience and skills 

The negative signs shown In table 1 demonstrate that vocational expe- 
rience has a negative Impact on Individual skills levels. These results are 
surprising and require discussion. In fact. It appears that vocational expe- 
rience no longer contributes to the acquisition of the productive capacity 
which Is supposed to determine salary. The question now Is to ask why ex- 
perience continues to be valued In the banking sector. 

3.3.1 Some details of the remuneration system in the banking sector 

The Collective Labour Agreement(CLA) governs, interalia, the man- 
agement of jobs, qualifications, salaries and vocational development. Ap- 
plication of the rules relating to remuneration is an aspect of importance 
for our analysis. 

Firstly, the basic salary is determined using salary levels defined in the 
Agreement. Secondly, these levels include increases in salary as a result 
of years' service, which means that salary is affected by specific vocation- 
al experience. The graph below shows the trend in basic salaries as a func- 
tion of years of vocational experience. 

Following the same line of argument, we can show thatthe oldestem- 
ployees are the best paid. By using the previous grouping of employees 
by age, we were able to confirm that most of the employees aged less 
than 30 are concentrated in the lowest salary levels (table 4). In our analy- 
sis, level 1 corresponds to the aggregation of the lowest levels and lev- 
el 3 to the highest levels for employees responsible for commercial ac- 
tivities. 

By analysing the salary levels set out in the Collective Agreement, we 
can see that these levels, as highlighted by Reynaud (2001), also repre- 
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sent a status system in which age, vocationai experience, years' service, 
etc. are aii represented. 

in short, the saiary ruies estabiished by the Coiiective Agreement cor- 
respond to the amount of the basic saiary, to certain additionai saiary ei- 
ements and to growth in saiary as a resuit of either iength of service or mer- 
it (5). The ievei of remuneration estabiished by the basic saiary thus in- 
corporates the infiuence of vocationai experience and iength of service 
which contribute to disconnecting saiary, to a iarge extent, from the acqui- 
sition or use of skiiis. This is why it wouid appear reievant to use the ob- 


Table 4: P roportion of empioyees by basic saiary ievei 



Age 

CLA salary level 

Age > 30 

Age< 30 

1 

37.8 % 

62.2 % 

2 

87.7 % 

12.3% 

3 

98.0 % 

2.0 % 


Source: Survey Valorising skiiis in trie employment market', 2001 
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servations of J .D. Reynaud who highlights that recognition through salary 
of 'skills is probably... much more modestthan is hoped...' by researchers 
(Reynaud, 2001, p. 23). 

However, skills are more important for determining other components 
of individual remuneration, and for the chances of promotion (Suleman, 
2004). Profit sharing and chances of promotion are governed by very dif- 
ferent logics. Here, the logic of assessed skills is much more marked. 
Vocational experience constitutes an obstacle to vocational development 
and does not involve any increase in flexible remuneration. Banks estab- 
lish new relationships with their employees, asking them for commitments 
which will be recognised by other salary rules. As Gavini (1998) has point- 
ed out, we are talking here of an enterprise which is an autonomous source 
of normative production. 

3.3.2 The skills most sensitive to vocational experience 

Let us note above all the negative impact of vocational experience on 
cognitive skills. We find that the oldest employees show lower levels of 
cognitive skills which we have classified as infra-structural. This makes the 
learning of other skills, such as strategic/specific skills, difficult. Stankiewicz 
considers that 'the ability to learn basic technical knowledge is reduced 
when metaknowledge is lacking' (Stankiewicz, 2002, p. 9). 

We can therefore deduce that relationships of complementarity between 
skills contribute to a vicious circle and can, irreparably, lead older employ- 
ees to vocational exclusion. 

Compared to the ability to adapt, education favours and vocational ex- 
perience prevents the acquisition/development of this skill (i“). Having con- 
structed their skills in a model of stable organisation, document process- 
ing (physical) and application of the pre-established rules and procedures, 
bank employees today need other skills. We would recall the contributions 
of Cart and Toutin (1998) who highlighted the influence of the variability 
and the elasticity of activities on the ability to adapt. 

To take another aspect: work on codes and symbols requires ab- 
stract abilities which are of a very different nature. It is not surprising, there- 
fore, that the older employees show a poor level of ability to use comput- 
er systems. 

Finally, capacity for and behaviour in respect of training conform to the 
precepts of the theory of human capital, according to which investment in 
training goes down with age. Older employees are less available for 
training and also learn less easily (see table 2). 

By referring to several studies by ergonomists into the relationship be- 
tween age and the ability to learn, Legrand draws attention to the influence 


(®) The Collective Agreement specifies a percentage of employees whose salary must be in- 
creased on merit. 

(“) Workers aged less than 30 show higher average levels than older workers (average ability 
to adapt 3.91 compared to 3.45) 
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of old work habits which 'bring about restrictive mental and physical changes. 
The result of this is to make it less easy to learn any new tasks in a differ- 
ent organisation' (Legrand, 1998, p. 108). 

The result is a cumulative process of obsolescence of certain abilities 
and obstacles to the acquisition/development of other skills. Vocational ex- 
perience enabled the acquisition of skills which are no longer useful. We 
can assume that the experience of such skills becoming obsolete con- 
tributes to the destruction of skills. 

Does this mean that older employees are not competent? Or, can we 
infer from this that relationships of complementarity between skills con- 
tribute to a vicious circle which, irreparably, leads older employees to vo- 
cational exclusion? Will the skills acquired throughout the vocational jour- 
ney thus be destroyed? 

We should stress that competence is a prisoner of the notion of com- 
petence used by the enterprise. In other words, it is limited by what the 
players define and determine as being competence and what the most valid 
skills are. We mustpointout, therefore, thatthe skills grid which represents 
the central tool in the skills model, is not itself neutral. It incorporates the 
skills which the enterprises (banks) consider to be the most important in 
a given context. 

We should note thatthis idea of destruction of skills comes underthe 
definition of skills as a convention, i.e. as a result of a judgement on what 
competence is (Eymard-Duvernay and Marchal, 1997). Thus the stock of 
human capital/acquired skills is no longer relevant in certain vocational con- 
texts. The enterprise does not recognise a stock of skills such as this, tak- 
ing an unfavourable view of such skills. In the analytical context of the econ- 
omy of conventions, we can admit that this judgement is based on irre- 
versible characteristics, such as age, yet such age, which is linked to vo- 
cational experience, contributes to the destruction of skills. However, in the 
logic of human capital, it is more about a dephasing or discrepancy of skills 
acquired previously. 

These results to some extent contradict those ofthe human capital the- 
orists (Becker, 1975 and Mincer 1993), of work as a quasi-fixed factor (Oi, 
1962) and of internal labour markets (Doeringer and P lore, 1971). All these 
authors have highlighted the advantage of a durable work relationship, i.e. 
of experience/length of service, in order to get a return on investments in 
specific human capital made by the enterprise. 

3.3.3 The production and valorisation of vocational experience 

These results indicate divergences of interpretation compared to those 
obtained from Mincer's proposals. Both he and other researchers have 
highlighted the importance of experience to explain salary differences. We 
are therefore faced with a paradox: vocational experience is not recog- 
nised as a source of producing skills, but it is valorised (Suleman, 
2004). This paradox goes back to the salary rules set up by the Collective 
Agreement which sets the amount ofthe basic salary, certain additional 
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salary elements and growth In salary according to either length of service 
or merit (i^). 

We must take up this Idea and discuss the reasons which justify this 
production and this valorisation of experience. The systematically negative 
relationship between vocational experience and almostall other skills can, 
In fact, highlight four phenomena: 

• an obsolescence of the skills of the older employees, these skills hav- 
ing been produced In traditional models of work organisation when the 
separation between administrative and commercial functions was very 
marked: 

• a generation effect which seems to differentiate between generations 
of employees In the banking sector: one where there Is a preponder- 
ance of administrative logic and one dominated by commercial logic 
and the anticipation of customer needs: 

• a competence convention suggesting social and sectorial prejudices 
as regards older people. In fact. In our observations. Interlocutors at 
banks often highlight the difficulties of older employees In the face of 
changes, especially technical changes: 

• an effect of selection which translates as a lack of vocational devel- 
opment on the part of employees with poor skills levels In low-level jobs 
- the ports of entry as defined by Doeringer and P lore (1971). 

Where the skills required are new. It should be noted that banks look 

for them outside, notably amongst young graduates. This undoubtedly 
means that the young generation Is better educated than the previous gen- 
eration. All that leads to a 'time effect' which manifests Itself, on the one 
hand, by the valorisation of education and, on the other, by the refusal to 
recognise vocational experience as an essential source of acquiring skills. 

Does this support the predictions of Mincer? We now need to consid- 
er the links between vocational experience and the salary of the Individual. 

Our empirical results show that vocational experience Is worthwhile, 
I.e. each additional year's experience leads to an Increase of 4 % In month- 
ly remuneration (Suleman, 2004). By comparing the results of acquisition/pro- 
duction models with those of models of the valorisation of human capital, 
there appear to be divergences of Interpretation compared to those ob- 
tained from Mincer's proposals. 

As we have said, whether It Is Mincer or most of the researchers pro- 
pounding the theory of human capital, all highllghtthe Importance of voca- 
tional experience to explain salary differences. These result from the role 
of experience In the acquisition of productive capacity. It would appear, 
therefore, that the valorisation of experience does not represent a retri- 
bution of Its role In the production of skills. 

Our analysis of the valorisation of skills has also revealed that voca- 
tional experience Is not crucial for other elements of Individual remunera- 


(11) The Collective Agreement specifies a percentage of employees whose salary must be in- 
creased on merit. 



European journal of vocational training 

118 No 40 - 2007/1 


tion. For example, it is no longer significant for profit sharing, or for the 
chances of promotion (Suleman, 2004). 

Having identified this 'apparent paradox', we can remember the theo- 
retical contribution of Fragnieres (1992) who presents three central notions 
of the problem of certifying skills: 

• certification or formal validation of knowledge or qualifications: 

• assessment which depends on judgementand the monitoring oftrain- 
ing and the results of training: 

• and valorisation which relates to social recognition, by highlighting the 
economic, social and/or mercantile value of the qualification ac- 
quired. 

Here, valorisation of the qualification acquired by vocational experience 
does not lead to validation of the experience acquired/skills. As the judge- 
ment is unfavourable, the value of experience would appear to be more 
social than economic. Economic value is restricted to salary-remuneration, 
suggesting that it is more a social rule. In other components of individual 
remuneration (such as profit sharing), experience does not benefit the old- 
er bank employees. In this case, the internal normative production of banks 
becomes more decisive and the logic of competence then represents the 
will of banks to establish different employment relationships. 

On the basis of this analysis, we can ask about the role of vocational 
experience on the construction as well as on the destruction of individual 
competence. It is necessary, therefore, to take a brief look at what the econ- 
omy of the enterprise has contributed, and especially at the theoretical 
framework of contemporary institutionalism (Eymard-Duvernay, 2004). 

In their work on Ways to recruit, Eymard-Duvernay and Marchal (1997) 
highlighted, as we have already stated, that competence is the result of a 
judgement as to what competence is. Where it is the result of a judgement, 
competence is a social construct which enables the creation of a hierar- 
chy of people. 

According to this concept of competence, we admit that banks define 
the way in which their employees are assessed - the skills criteria - and 
constructa classification ofthese same employees. However, these crite- 
ria change and, according to the reasoning of Eymard-Duvernay, 'people 
see their classification evolve, for good or bad' (Eymard-Duvernay, 2004, 
p. 73). 

Itmustalso be remembered thatthe formalisation of skills is, therefore, 
never completely in tune with the level of competence held by the indi- 
vidual. This incorporates a subjective dimension which arises out of the 
judgement and criteria, possibly even discriminatory, which is only identi- 
fiable with major research costs. The question as to whether the various 
skills levels which result from the assessment are due to actual differences 
in skills or are the result of the particular judgement by supervisors, re- 
mains unanswered. 

Another argument would also appear relevant: the relationship of sub- 
stitution or complementarity between education and experience. For 
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Stankiewicz, 'initial training and on-the-job experience are very poor sub- 
stitutes for producing adaptability' (Stankiewicz, 2002, p. 11). For the au- 
thor, initial training and 'heavy duty' further training contribute to the produc- 
tion of theoretical-methodological knowledge, whereas experience and 'light- 
weight' further training contribute to the production of practical knowledge. 

For us, this debate must also draw attention to the organisational mod- 
el, whether qualifying or not, as well as to the renewal of job requirements. 
Flowever, what we believe to be more important is the way in which banks 
- institutions - assess the role of education and vocational experience in 
the production of skills. 


4. Conclusion 

In this analysis, we have highlighted that economic, technical and or- 
ganisational changes have resulted in undermining the skills acquired by 
vocational experience. 

In the banking sector, the increasing dilution of functions between ad- 
ministrative and commercial workers or, to use the terminology of the sec- 
tor, between 'back-office' and 'front-office', with a set of technical and eco- 
nomic changes, have broughtabouta radical transformation in skills. One 
of the main consequences of this phenomenon is that, on the one hand, 
the older workers have seen and are still seeing their skills invalidated and 
their degree of employability reduced. Vocational experience is no longer 
synonymous with competence from the point of view of the direct hierar- 
chies ofthe banks. Perhaps the hypothesis of the obsolescence of skills 
should not be abandoned, when most workers only have a poor level of 
skills which are strategic. 

Flowever, one can also find reasons for the alternative hypothesis of 
discriminatory judgement. 

Furthermore, vocational experience has a deep-seated effect on the 
dispersion of basic salary. We musttherefore ask ourselves whether there 
really is any validation and valorisation of acquired knowledge and of skills, 
or to what extent the valorisation of vocational experience in salary rep- 
resents more of a constraint for the salary policy of banks than a recogni- 
tion ofthe productive value of vocational experience. 

There is absolutely no doubt that vocational experience has enabled 
the construction of skills which have been useful in a technical and organ- 
isational context, but it also contributes to the destruction of these very 
skills, in a new context. This could explain why banks use the education- 
al system to obtain the skills they need. Based on the progression of ed- 
ucational qualifications, banks seek new skills which they have not - yet? 
- been able to produce themselves. 

Flowever, the relationship of complementarity, substitution or even in- 
teraction between education and the enterprise, as an entity which permits 
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the acquisition of experience and, therefore, the construction of skiiis, is 
stiii to be ciarified. 

It has to be borne in mind that the idea of destroying skills is the re- 
sult of a theoretical option which refers the definition of competence back 
to a convention on what competence is. Thus, in the context of the econ- 
omy of conventions, it would appear relevant to highlight this idea of de- 
struction, as the enterprise judges individual competence favourably or un- 
favourably. It is a social/organisational construct. 

However, in the logic of the economy and education, in particular the 
theory of human capital, it is more a matter ofthe dephasing ordiscrepan- 
cy ofthe skills acquired previously. The role of education, training and the 
enterprise is therefore taken up in a different way. 
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Appendix 1: The skills acquisition model 


Skills 

R^A 

Constant 

Schooling 

Experience 

Length 
of service 

Sex 

General technical 

0.263 

1.577*** 

0.134*** 

-0.010 

0.004 


knowledge 



0.443 




Specific technical 

0.072 

2.367*** 

0.072*** 




knowledge 



0.241 




Knowledge of foreign 

0.258 

2.254*** 

0.089*** 


0.001 


languages 



0.293 


0.010 


Negotiating skills 

0.056 

3.725*** 

-0.002 


0.007 





-0.007 


0.072 


Skills of persuasion 

0.064 

3.742*** 

-0.008 


0.007 

-0.078 




-0.028 

-0.341 

0.074 

-0.046 

Perseverance and goal- 

0.042 

3.833*** 

0.000 

-0.026** 

0.016 

-0.095 

orienfafion 



-0.002 

-0.343 

0.166 

-0.054 

Cusfomer-orientation 

0.075 

3.858*** 

0.009 

-0.024** 

0.007 

-0.040 




0.033 

-0.319 

0.075 

-0.024 

Understanding bank 

0.094 

3.201*** 

0.041** 

-0.020** 

0.012 

-0.017 

strategy 



0.158 

-0.293 

0.140 

-0.011 

Ability to work 

0.019 

2.870*** 





independently 



0.156 

Bif 


-0.035 

Ability to take 

0.023 

3.060*** 

0.046** 




responsibility 



0.168 




Receptiveness to 

0.163 

4.038*** 

0.012 




learning 



0.044 

-0.399 



Effort in learning 

0.143 

3.700*** 

0.023 

-0.030*** 

0.009 





0.080 

-0.402 

0.096 


Adaptability 

0.163 

3.703*** 

0.026 

-0.033*** 

0.015* 





0.097 

-0.474 

0.169 


Ability to innovate 

0.112 

3.340*** 

0.017 

-0.024** 

0.004 





0.060 

-0.331 

0.044 


Planning and organising 

0.046 

3.526*** 

0.007 

-0.023** 

0.014 


work 



0.027 

-0.315 

0.151 


Using computer systems 

0.204 

4.052*** 

0.009 



0.111 




0.031 

-0.661 


0.065 

Analytical skills 

0.069 

2.929*** 

0.043** 







0.160 




Selecting and processing 

0.090 

2.969*** 

0.045** 


0.019** 

0.012 

information 



0.170 

-0.332 

0.212 

0.007 

Problem-solving skills 

0.054 

3.207*** 

0.031 

-0.019** 

0.014 

-0.053 




0.112 

-0.261 

0.148 

-0.688 

Ability to learn 

0.174 

3.585*** 

0.038** 

-0.028*** 

0.012 

-0.007 




0.147 

-0.416 

0.136 

-0.005 

Transferring, transposing 

0.079 

3.068*** 

0.042** 

-0.017** 

0.012 

-0.010 

knowledge and 



0.167 

-0.261 

0.145 

-0.006 

experience 







Understanding the 

0.073 

3.468*** 

0.024 

-0.023*** 

0.016* 

-0.024 

specifics of banking 



0.097 

-0.354 

0.191 

-0.016 

N 

443 


Source: Survey 'Valorising skills in the employment market’, 2001 











